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Increasing Office Productivity
BY
BY WILLIAM W . GERECKE

Principal, San Francisco Office
Presented before the Milk Industry Foundation District
Accounting Conference of the International Association
of Ice Cream Manufacturers, San Francisco — May 1960

W my remarks should be of a practical nature with the objective
HILE

contemplating what I would say today I concluded that

of providing you with some ideas on how to increase office productivity. A t the outset I think it important to put the function of
the office in its proper perspective. Simply stated, the office is an
operating department, not just pure overhead, charged with the prime
responsibility of operating the information system of the business. It
records, processes, and stores this information. Unfortunately today
the office frequently performs these functions in an unintegrated and
uncoordinated manner. Perhaps you can recognize these conditions
in your own offices, for it is not uncommon, for example, to find several
sets of comparable perpetual inventory records maintained at different locations within a company, or sales statistics accumulated in
both the sales and accounting departments.
This problem of lack of integration and coordination has its roots
in at least two causes: the accelerated growth of business in the last
fifteen years and the need for information faster as a basis for management decisions. A s a consequence many clerical functions have
been decentralized to put them closer to the points of decision. A l though the logic of this has been difficult to dispute, it has led to the
haphazard growth of office staffs and the duplication of services and
facilities. Increased competition and improved communications and
data-processing technology have attracted the attention of executive
management to continually increasing office costs. Computers may
well have been the greatest single stimulus to management in recent
years to determine the cost and efficiency of office operations, for the
speed and capabilities of computers have captured the imagination of
businessmen. For those who have conducted feasibility studies the
principal benefit of the study in my opinion is the knowledge of what
is being done currently, by whom, and how well. In most of these
instances it is the first time the unit cost of performing office functions
has been established. And now rather suddenly management has begun
388

to express a strong interest in the techniques that have long been
applied in their own factories to control the cost of clerical work and
to increase the productivity of clerical workers.
Before examining some the techniques that have been successfully applied to this problem let us keep in mind the fact that productivity is the result of methods and motivation. Each can accomplish only part of the work task alone; together they are a formidable
team in achieving a high level of productivity without resorting to
the psychology of fear or uncertainty. No method by itself will accomplish a given end without adequate motivation of the worker, and
conversely motivation by itself will not successfully lead the worker
through the requirements of his job without a satisfactory method.
T E C H N I Q U E S FOR I M P R O V E M E N T

There are seven techniques for increasing productivity which I
should like to discuss, which I consider to be fundamental in solving
this problem, and which I feel offer the greatest potential for improvement. They are based on my observations and experiences in working
with our clients and are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Selection and training of employees
Selection and training of supervisors
Work simplification
Work measurement
Job enlargement
Job rotation
Working conditions

The ranking generally follows the importance I attach to each of these
points, although it does become difficult to commend any one over
all the others. A s you will see they tend to complement one another
and thus become only a single technique. I have purposely omitted
mechanization from my list, for machines will never replace people,
who are our prime concern where office productivity is considered.
Machines can effectively expand the capacity of the individual and
thereby increase his productivity, and in this context they should be
used where the circumstances warrant their application. Y o u will
hear this side of the story in tomorrow's session on automation.
SELECTION AND TRAINING OF EMPLOYEES

The selection of the right employee for each job is a statement of
classical simplicity and innocence, and yet it is generally our avowed
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objective in hiring new personnel. But have you considered what is
implied by the statement, "the right employee for the job." W e l l first,
it implies a plan of organization which includes this job. Second, it
implies a definition of the job as a basis for hiring an applicant. Third,
it should imply a pattern of growth or job movement so that you will
always be assured of an adequate supply of people in the future to be
managers and senior clerks. Thus in this perspective selecting a new
employee is more than just hiring a body that satisfies the immediate
work requirements. The key in the selection process then is an
adequate job description which includes the desired qualifications for
this job and those that should logically follow it.
Once hired, proper training of the new employee is your next
important obligation to him and to yourself. This is not a step to be
regarded lightly, for it is one of the fundamental keys to our objective
of high productivity. I believe that this is the personal obligation and
responsibility of the new employee's immediate supervisor. The supervisor—not the employee being replaced—is the one who will judge
the new employee's performance. Yet how often one observes just
this form of training taking place—training of the new employee by
the employee being replaced. Is it any wonder that supervisors can
never understand why that new employee can never do anything
right or on time. He has usually never been told what is expected
of him by the man he must work for nor has he been taught how the
job should be done to the supervisor's satisfaction. Hence the employee's productivity is usually a direct function of the quality of his
training. Y o u will note the close interrelationship of method and
motivation in dealing with this problem, for the method of training
will directly influence the motivation to work productively.
There are several ways to approach the problem of training.
First is the training program in which new employees are given a
general orientation in the company, its history, products, and principal operating locations and officials as well as formal training in
their new jobs. Although this is usually feasible only in large enterprises, it is possible to modify the program to fit the needs of almost
every organization by presenting the general orientation in the form
of a booklet describing the company and its personnel policies and
practices. The formal job training where specific skills are required
can usually be arranged through equipment manufacturers or local
educational institutions. Second, procedures manuals can be prepared
which describe how the various job assignments are to be completed.
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These would supplement personal instruction and would provide employees with a basic reference guide to fill in forgotten or seldom-used
steps in a work procedure.
SELECTION AND TRAINING OF SUPERVISORS

The selection of good supervisors has historically been one of the
most difficult tasks management has faced, and at the same time it is
one of management's most important decisions. Unfortunately too
many men have been made supervisors on the basis of seniority or
technical competence alone. The penalty for this type of selection
can be found in many industries where restrictive work rules have
evolved in the absence of good supervisory performance.
Here are some steps you can take at least to minimize the hazards
in selecting managers. First, define the job and its requirements as
you did for the new employee. The job requirements should be determined realistically on the basis of real job needs and not on the
theory that every supervisor should be a potential office manager,
controller, or president. Second, consider individuals who have among
other desirable leadership qualities the following attributes:
• The ability to give clear instructions to subordinates.
• The desire to tell subordinates how they are doing.
• Physical vigor and energy.
• The capacity to take criticism.
• Outstanding technical knowledge.
These suggestions are not offered as a means of minimizing the selection process but as a basis for checking your appraisal of the individuals concerned. They have been taken from surveys of men rated as
successful supervisors.
Once a selection has been made your job is far from complete.
New supervisors should be trained as you would train a new employee,
for the supervisor's responsibilities have changed now that he has
become responsible for the productivity of people and not just for
himself. He is now responsible for motivation and therefore he
should understand not only how his subordinates perform their work
but why they perform it. Thus his training should include courses in
human relations so that he learns to be sensitive to the problems of
his employees and indoctrination in what the company expects of its
supervisors. You should never assume that a new supervisor will
know what is expected of him by merely having observed his predecessor.
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WORK SIMPLIFICATION

Work simplification is an organized effort to find the easiest way
of doing a job and thereby to increase productivity by eliminating
waste time, energy, and space. The objectives of a work-simplification program should be:
1. To reduce the non-productive elements in each job to a minimum. A n example of this point is the use of continuous forms
fed into a typewriter by pin-feed sprockets, thus eliminating
the need to reach for forms individually, to position them for
typing and to remove them when typing is completed.
2. To balance the work flow from operation to operation and so
eliminate peaks and valleys to the extent practicable. For
example the cycle billing procedure used by department stores
and public utilities has done much to level out the peaks in
the billing function.
3. T o design procedures that are as simple as possible. A n
example is the use of multicopy forms combining the requirements of several departments or users, thus permitting
one writing of the vital information and eliminating the need
for separate transcription in each department.
4. To stimulate interest, initiative, and imagination through understanding the objectives of the program. A n illustration
of this point would be interviews with employees during a
procedures study to solicit their ideas on how forms or procedures can be improved, for the interviews will provide them
with a sense of participation in the study.
The individual or group assigned to the project should have the
authority to review a job from the point of origin to the last step
in the work process in order to develop an improved work flow. The
study should be guided or reviewed by an individual skilled in methods
and procedures work so that the proposed procedures consider the
appropriate use of people, paper, and machines.
A new or improved procedure will not usually sell itself to the
employees who must apply it. Therefore you should place heavy
emphasis on the fourth objective of work simplification—personal
interest, the motivation aspect of this method. The individual employee must be convinced that he has a personal stake in eliminating
unnecessary procedural steps if he is to accept the fact that the improvements really are better. This can frequently be accomplished
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by inviting his participation and suggestions. I am presently engaged
in a work-simplification study for one of our clients, using just this
technique as a means of discovering how I can apply my technical
skill to the employees' ideas on their procedural problems. I expect
that most of my recommendations will have their origin in the ideas
on improvement expressed in our discussions.
WORK MEASUREMENT

Work measurement is both a method and a form of motivation.
It is a method in that its objective as applied to office work is to
establish what a fair day's work should be. It is a form of motivation
in that it provides both the employee and his supervisor with a
factual basis for appraising performance and, further, it provides the
employee with a yardstick by which he can determine what is expected
of him. The value of this technique then as a method is that it permits
management to determine what its personnel requirements should be
to operate the present office routines.
Work measurement can be applied to office routines that contain
a large volume of highly repetitive operations, such as billing, payroll
accounting or check writing. Standards can be set if the work is done
in a repetitive manner, is alike in content from one time period to
another, can be counted, and occurs in sufficient volume to justify
counting and maintaining records of production. Standards should
not be applied where the work is essentially creative or where a
person is employed regardless of work volume, such as a personal secretary.
The standards can be developed in several ways. The simplest
and least expensive methods are by estimates based on past experience, by work sampling or by time records of work performed. More
accurate and sophisticated standards would be obtained by micromotion studies, by predetermined time systems, or by time-and-motion
studies. I believe the first group of methods of estimating and sampling will have the broadest applicability for those of you interested
in initiating work-measurement programs. None of them are expensive
to initiate or administer, and any of them should give you an indication of the potential of this measurement and control tool. A very
good book has recently been published on the subject of work measurement by McGraw-Hill under the auspices of N O M A , entitled
"Work Measurement in the Office," by Elmer V . Grillo and C. J.
Berg, Jr.
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JOB ENLARGEMENT

Job enlargement is more a form of motivation than of method
and probably finds its origins in the work in recent years of industrial
psychologists and social scientists. It represents a reversal in the trend
of training employees to perform single functions such as the account
distribution of payables, the vouchering of payables, and the disbursement of payables. The purpose of job enlargement is to give an employee a stronger sense of identification with a complete job rather
than a single function which could not be readily identified in the
finished product. It also has the advantage of broadening his skills
and understanding of the area in which he works. I understand that
this technique has also been applied in some factories to machine tool
operations with a noticeable increase in employee morale and productivity.
JOB ROTATION

Job rotation is certainly not a new technique but one that I find
is often forgotten by many organizations. I believe that job rotation
must be an inherent part of every organization plan, for it accomplishes
a multiplicity of purposes. First, it is a part of the training program of
both employees and supervisors, providing them with the opportunity
to learn the intricacies of the business first hand. Second, changes
of responsibilities at regular intervals are stimulating and help the
individual keep an open mind to cope with changes in the business and
its procedures. He may also initiate changes or suggestions for
changes based on previous experiences. Third, it prevents the possibility of individuals' developing a proprietary interest in a particular
job and never sharing the knowledge of how the job is done before
death or retirement. Fourth, it protects the company's interest in the
continuity of operations, for more than one person understands every
job.
Job rotation need not require that an individual always move
vertically in terms of the change in an individual's rank or responsibilities. Lateral moves are desirable until the individual has demonstrated his capacity and ability to become a supervisor. H i s responsibilities should change at regular intervals at this level also and for
an additional reason than those mentioned previously. H i s subordinates should be exposed to the management methods of several
supervisors as part of their grooming for future promotions, for no
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single department should be under supervision of one supervisor too
long. The period of time spent in each job will vary with its complexity, but in general the length of the assignment will grow longer
the higher in the scale of rankings one advances. Every job, however,
should have a time limit on it so that the energy of a department is not
dissipated by lethargy. Job rotation is the force that maintains the
vigor and vitality of every organization, and this force should be
honored.
WORKING CONDITIONS

The competition for employees in the post-war years has focused
attention on office working conditions, for productive people do not
like to work in shoddy and poorly arranged offices. There have been
sufficient work opportunities in this period of time for people to be
selective. Several years ago a client told me that his organization was
forced to modernize its office space because potential employees would
turn away from his office without even being interviewed on seeing the
poor working conditions that existed. The office need not be elaborate
or plush, but it should express consideration for the employee by its
state of cleanliness, through good lighting, and by functional appointments. It should create an environment conducive to good work. So
on the one hand, good working conditions are a force for higher productivity through motivation.
There is also an element of method in planning the arangement
of the office, for the productivity of employees is a direct function of
their space relationship to the people with whom they must work. The
arrangement of work areas should be such that related departments
are near one another. This arrangement should also give consideration
to the work flow so that as nearly as possible work flows in a straight
line with a minimum amount of travel time and so that work comes
to the employee rather than having them go for it. This can be
visualized readily by charting the work flow on layout of the office, a
step that is usually an integral part of work-simplification studies.
This charting technique together with work-simplification and measurement programs will help crystallize the logical arrangement of
people and machines within the office in an atmosphere that promotes
high productivity.
ORGANIZATION

STRUCTURE

Each of these techniques by itself can assist your efforts to improve office productivity. There is, however, one overriding considera395

tion that will influence accomplishments in the application of these
ideas and others that come to attention, and that is the basic plan of
organization. Productivity is a direct function of your assignment of
authority and responsibilities, so consider carefully this aspect of your
planning. Increased productivity will not occur automatically merely
by banding a group of people together in a department. Organize your
departments on the basis of the type of work to be done and the
logical interrelation of functions. For example, as a means of providing
a balanced work load and of developing secretarial skills, assign the
secretaries of all managers or departments other than the principal
officers of the company to a stenographic pool; or place all of the
order-processing functions from the preparation of sales orders to
the sales invoice in a single order billing department. Having been
organized for productivity, the individual techniques for improving
office productivity will have an opportunity to effect success.
PROCEDURES STUDY
I would be remiss in my summation if I failed to suggest how
these ideas for increasing productivity might be applied. The first step
should be a survey of clerical operations, preferably on a companywide basis, so that you will be assured of a complete record of what
and how much is being done, by whom and where. The objective of
the study is to create a picture of what is being done currently, as a
basis for determining what should be done in the future, and how and
where it should be done.
We usually begin such a study by requesting the employees who
are to be studied to prepare a Statement of Duties identifying the jobs
they perform, their frequency, the approximate monthly volume of
work, and estimating the time required each month to perform each
job. We have found from experience that employees can estimate
their time requirements adequately for the purposes of this work
profile. There are, however, a number of different styles of forms
being used in this work, from those providing for a daily record of
work performed to those requesting information on each job on separate pieces of paper. Your choice of an appropriate form will probably
be dictated by the end use of the information. It is also helpful in
interpreting the summaries of work performed to have each employee
correlate his summary with a diagram of the office, indicating where
he must go to perform his job or to get information required by his
job. This analysis should also indicate the frequency of the trips, for
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this information will be useful in evaluating the physical relationship
of the various clerical functions performed.
These forms will now give the information required for the next
step, which is the analysis of the data. Employee interviews are an
integral part of this step, for they present the opportunity to determine
why the work is performed as it is. They are also a frequent source
of suggestions for procedural or forms improvements and can be used
as an opportunity to determine the causes of work delays or unnecessarily lost time. Perhaps the most important benefit that can be
realized from these interviews is that of giving the employee a sense
of participation in the study and at the same time preparing him to a
degree for the possibility of changes.
Sufficient data about the current clerical procedures is now available, and it is time to draw on the analytical tools of work simplification
to crystallize the recommendations for changes or improvements. Flow
charts of the principal clerical functions should be prepared to illustrate
the existing work flow and to reveal the interrelationships and possible
duplication of forms. Samples of the forms and reports in use should
be reviewed, looking for other areas of improvement such as their
design or number of copies. To formulate proposed changes, ideas
gleaned from these steps should then be combined with those developed in the review of employees' duties. A s a part of this process we
usually assign the salary cost, including fringe benefits and overtime,
to the jobs performed; the salary cost serves as a basis of appraising
the value of a given function and of evaluating alternate methods of
accomplishing the job, which may include mechanization. The jobs
are then coded so that related functions can be considered together
when performed by several employees or departments.
The suggestions for changes in work procedures can now be
discussed with management and a program can be formulated for
implementing the approved changes. The implementation program
should itself draw on the techniques of increasing productivity by
first defining the job requirements for the revised or new procedures
and, second, training both the employee and his supervisor in the new
procedures so that each understands how the work should be performed. To assure a smooth transition one company I know of assigns
the man responsible for developing the new procedure to the operating
department during the period of change-over.
The study should be directed by at least one individual skilled in
methods and procedures work. If you do not now have such personnel
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in your organization, you should give consideration to acquiring these
skills, for this work should be of a continuing nature if you are to be
prepared for changes in the requirements of your business. For those
of you who feel your organization is not large enough to warrant a
methods man, consider the use of outside assistance to advise and
assist in performing this work.
CONCLUSION
The problem of increasing productivity will be a continuing challenge, but the prospects for finding new solutions are promising. The
techniques developed over the years in the factory offer the richest
source of ideas, and it will be some while before they are completely
exploited. Other techniques peculiar to the problems of the office
will also develop now that management has focused its attention on
the problem of rising office costs.
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